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The Nebraska StateHistorical Society, in collaboration with the Nebraska Department of 
Aeronautics in October 1999, contracted with Mississippi Valley Archaeology Center at 
University of Wisconsin-Lacrosse and architectural historian Barbara Kooiman to complete a 
Historic Context Development of Nebraska Aviation (1905 - 1960), a survey of World War I1 
Era Aviation Facilities in Nebraska (1 1 sites), an amended Multiple Property Documentation 
form for World War I1 era aviation facilities in Nebraska, and a resource management plan for 
those properties. Kooiman surveyed a total of 103 properties on eleven former WWII army 
airfields in Nebraska, researched for general context and site specific information, and prepared 
the above-mentioned products by August 2000. 

Mississippi Valley Archaeology Center would like to thank the staff of the State Historic 
Preservation Office of the Nebraska State Historical Society, Lincoln, Nebraska, most 
specifically Bob Puschendorf, Bill Callahan and Jill Ebers. Additional thanks go to the staff at 
the Nebraska Department of Aeronautics, Lincoln, Nebraska, including Andre Aman, Diane 
Hofer, Mike Blacksher, and many of the other staff in the NDOA office. Thanks are also 
extended to the Aviation Advisory Group who oversaw aspects of this project, including Diane 
Bartels, Robert Hurst, Ivan Schmid, Lance Shipporeit, William G. Stoval, Gene Svensen, and 
Don West. Finally, many thanks to the airport managers, who include Lance Shipporeit 
(Ainsworth), Barb Watson (Alliance), William Stovall (Grand Island), Bryan Johnson (Kearney), 
John Wood (Lincoln), Rick Meter (Scottsbluff), and Mike Blacksher (Bruning, Fairmont, 
Harvard, McCook and Scribner). 
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The Nebraska State Historical Society, in collaboration with the Nebraska Department of 
Aeronautics in October 1999, contracted with Mississippi Valley Archaeology Center at 
University of Wisconsin-Lacrosse and architectural historian Barbara Kooiman to complete a 
Historic Context Development of Nebraska Aviation (1905 - 1960), a survey of World War II Era 
Aviation Facilities in Nebraska ( 1  1 sites), an amended Multiple Property Documentation (MPD) 
form for the World War I1 era aviation facilities in Nebraska, and a cultural resource 
management plan for those properties. 

RESEARCHDESIGNFOR AVIATION IN NEBRASKADEVELOPMENT 

The project commenced on 8 November 1999, when Barbara Kooiman met with the staff at 
Nebraska Department of Aeronautics (D of A) and the Nebraska State Historic Preservation 
Office (NeSHPO) to discuss research avenues, review sources kept at the Department of 
Aeronautics and field work potential. Kooiman then made copies from the files of the D of A on 
November 8 and 9. 

During the week of January 18 - 21,2000, Kooiman, joined by Bill Callahan and Jill Ebers, both 
NeSHPO staff, conducted field work in Ainsworth, Alliance, Scottsbluff and McCook. They 
held public meetings at Ainsworth, Alliance and Scottsbluff, however, there was low attendance 
(despite the great efforts of the airport managers) at each of the sites. 

During the week of February 28 - March 3, Kooiman conducted field work at Kearney (meeting 
with the airport manager there), Grand Island, Bruning, Fairrnont, Harvard, Lincoln and Scribner. 
On March 3, Kooiman met with D of A staff concerning the progress of the project. During this 
trip, Kooiman continued research at the Nebraska State Historical Society (NSHS) archives, 
including published histories, news clippings, and the files of volunteer archivist Vince Goeres, 
who has been archiving and cataloging aviation related materials at NSHS. 

During the week of April 3 - 7,2000, Kooiman traveled to Lincoln, Nebraska to complete 
research and to re-survey Scribner. A meeting of the Aviation Advisory Group was held on April 
5th, 7 p.m. at the Department of Aeronautics office. Kooiman updated the group on the progress 
of the project. Kooiman also distributed a draft copy of the World War II Era Army Airfields in 
Nebraska historic context. 

Shortly after May 17,2000, Kooiman received NeSHPO's review comments of the draft that was 
due February 28,2000 and submitted in early April. Between May and August 2000, Kooiman 
completed a final draft of all contract requirements for this project, including the Historic 



Context for Nebraska Aviation, circa 1905 to 1960, an amended MPD for Significant Relic 
Components of United States Army Airfields in Nebraska, and the final survey report for the 
survey of WWII era Army Airfields in Nebraska. 



HISTORICCONTEXT 
NEBRASKA AVIATION, 1905 - 1960 

Aviation history in Nebraska began shortly after the Wright Brothers flew their famous first 
flight at Kitty Hawk, North Carolina in December 1903. Prior to the successful invention of the 
airplane, lighter-than-air craft such as balloons were being used for decades. As early as 1861, 
Professor Thaddeus S.C. Lowe went to Washington, D.C. to demonstrate the effectiveness of 
balloons for wartime use. He later sent the first telegraph message from a balloon to Union 
ground troops during the Civil War in June 1861, and effectively directed the first artillery fire 
from a balloon in September 1861 (Tiemey, 1963,12). 

These early efforts at military aviation led to the establishment of the Balloon Corps as a branch 
of the Army of the Potomac in September 1861. By 1893, the Signal Corps, took over the 
balloon section, and the balloon continued to be used as primarily a reconnaissance device during 
the Spanish-American War. After the war, the Signal Corps balloon detachment was established 
at Fort Myer, Virginia where the equipment was essentially stored. Then, the Signal Corps 
received orders to move the balloon detachment to Fort Omaha, Nebraska in 1905. The move 
was not completed until two years later when, under the guidance of Brigadier General James 
Allen, a balloon house and hydrogen plant was established at Fort Omaha in 1907 (Tierney, 
1963,24). 

Fort Omaha, originally named Sherman Barracks after the Civil War general William Tecumsuh 
Sherman, was established by the U.S. Army in 1868. The post's name soon changed to Omaha 
Barracks, then in 1879, to Fort Omaha. By the late 1880s, the 80-some acres of Fort Omaha was 
no longer sufficient for the Army's needs. A larger post, Fort Crook, was constructed between 
1894 and 1896, approximately fifteen miles south at Bellevue, Nebraska, and Fort Omaha closed 
in 1896. Fort Omaha reopened when the balloon detachment arrived in 1905, with the balloon 
house and hydrogen plant completed in 1907 (A Historical Map of Fort Omaha, 1998). 

Prior to establishing the balloon station at Fort Omaha, the Army had sent out inquiries to forty 
commercial manufacturers of hydrogen to try to establish contracts for supplying the gas 
compressed in steel cylinders for military use. However, all the replies were unsatisfactory, 
which in part led to the Army's decision to establish their own gas generation and compression 
plant at Fort Omaha (Chandler and Lahm, 1979: 52). 



In the spring of 1907, the Chief Signal Officer in Washington approved for the balloon plant at 
Fort Omaha to include a steel hangar with rolling doors, a 50,000 cubic foot gas holder, a 
hydrogen generator and a motor-driven compressor for the storage of gas in steel cylinders. 
Construction began in the spring of 1908 as soon as the ground thawed, and the plant was 
generating hydrogen by September of that year. Earlier in 1908, the Signal Corps had purchased 
two spherical balloons for use at Fort Omaha (Chandler and Lahm, 1979: 10 1). 

Balloon training began at Fort Omaha in May 1909, with a class of 20 enlisted men. Instruction 
entailed spreading, inflating and rigging the spherical balloons, rigging and maneuvering captive 
balloons, and inflating, rigging and maneuvering their own balloons. However, rapid 
improvements made in heavier-than-air aircraft design led to the demise of balloon and dirigible 
training at Fort Omaha. By October 4, 1913, Fort Omaha was closed as an active military post, 
and all Signal Corps equipment was transferred to Fort Leavenworth, Kansas (Chandler and 
Lahm, 1979: 105). 

Fort Omaha was reestablished in November 1916 due to World War I, and was again the 
principal balloon school for the Aviation Section of the Signal Corps. As the program expanded, 
nearby Fort Crook, Nebraska, which eventually became Offutt Air Force Base, as well as other 
forts in Texas, Virginia, and California, were also opened as balloon schools. Finally, in October 
1921, when Fort Omaha was considered too small for the training and operations of balloons and 
airplanes, all movable equipment was moved to Scott Field in Illinois. Though the fort remained 
functional as part of the Seventh Corps Area Headquarters, this ended Fort Omaha's aeronautic 
career (Chandler and Lahm, 1979: 106). 

Fort Crook became home to the 61st Balloon Company, the first air unit to command the post on 
Sept. 10, 191 8. By 1921, the transition from balloon training to airplane training began with the 
plowing, leveling, and seeding of 260 acres of land at Fort Crook which created an airfield 
suitable for frequent takeoffs and landings and a refueling point for military and government 
aircraft on cross-country flights. The airfield portion of Fort Crook was designated Offutt Field 
on May 10, 1924, in honor of 1st Lt. Jarvis J. Offutt. Offutt was killed while flying with the 
Royal Air Force in France and was Omaha's first World War I air casualty 
(www.offutt.af.mil/geninfo/history). 

Like the lighter than air craft, the first military airplanes were placed under the Signal Corps of 
the U.S. Army. Early use of the airplane, like the balloons, was primarily for reconnaissance 
functions. This function severely limited the American use of the airplane during World War I, 
when the U.S. Army maintained only twelve aircraft, as opposed to the British and French had 
over 200 aircraft, &d the Germans had 260 (Hartman, 1990: 226). 






















































































































































